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Dear Colleague 
 

SWINE FLU – MEXICO AND USA  
 
Human cases of swine influenza A (H1N1) virus infection have been identified in California 
and Texas in the Unites States and in three districts in Mexico.  The Swine Influenza A/H1N1 
viruses characterized in this outbreak have not been previously detected in pigs or humans.  
 

Key messages 

• The reported events in the US and Mexico are unusual and warrant further 
investigation and vigilance on the part of other countries. The Department and Public 
Health Agency are monitoring the situation in the US and Mexico closely.  

• There is currently a very low level of flu activity in Northern Ireland and the rest of the 
UK. 

• No cases of human swine flu have been identified in the UK or anywhere in Europe.  

• The public health risk to the population of Northern Ireland is very low. 
 



  

•  There has been no change to the WHO pandemic alert level which is currently at WHO 
Phase 3.  

• Epidemiological and virological studies are ongoing in the US at the moment, supported 
by WHO and other international partners. 

 

Clinical Features of Swine Flu 

The symptoms of swine flu in people are similar to the symptoms of regular seasonal 
influenza and include fever, lethargy, lack of appetite and coughing, sore throat, muscle 
aches and headache. Some people with swine flu also have reported runny nose, nausea, 
vomiting and diarrhoea. 

Action required: 

Clinicians should consider the possibility of swine influenza virus infections in patients 
presenting with febrile respiratory illness who:  

• Have travelled to Mexico or in the San Diego and/or Imperial County, California or San 
Antonio, Texas, USA or  

• Have been in contact with persons suffering from respiratory or flu-like illness from 
these areas in the 7 days prior to their illness onset.  

If swine flu is suspected, clinicians should 

• contact the Regional Virology Laboratory (through the Royal Group of Hospital 
switchboard on 028 9024 0503) to arrange urgent delivery of viral transport medium 
to the clinical location of the patient;   

• obtain a nasopharyngeal swab from the patient, place the swab in the viral transport 
medium, refrigerate the specimen; 

• arrange for the swab (placed in the transport medium) to be transported to the 
Regional Virus Laboratory (Royal Group of Hospitals) without delay to facilitate timely 
diagnostics; 

• contact the on-call public health doctor for the Public Health Agency through NI 
Ambulance Control (028 9040 4045) for advice on further steps to take; 

• advise patients on respiratory and infection control precautions as for seasonal flu 
(See below).; 

• advise anyone who has recently traveled to the affected areas and is experiencing 
influenza like illness should stay at home to limit contact with others, and seek 
medical advice from a local health professional; 

consider antiviral treatment - testing has shown that the human swine influenza H1N1 can be 
treated with the antiviral oseltamavir (Tamiflu®) and zanamivir (Relenza®). Treatment should 
preferably commence within 48 hours of onset of symptoms. For guidance on the use of 
antiviral drugs for the treatment of influenza: see CMO letter (HSS(MD)40/2008) on DHSSPS 
website at www.dhsspsni.gov.uk or Technology Appraisal Guidance No. 58. 
http://www.nice.org.uk/Guidance/TA58  

 

The Department is not recommending any additional precautions for travellers to California, 
Texas or Mexico.   



  

Swine influenza viruses are not transmitted by food. You can not get swine influenza from 
eating pork or pork products. Eating properly handled and cooked pork and pork products is 
safe.  

Respiratory and infection control precautions 

• Covering your nose and mouth when coughing or sneezing, using a tissue when possible. 

• Disposing of dirty tissues promptly and carefully. 

• Maintaining good basic hygiene, for example washing hands frequently with soap and 
water to reduce the spread of the virus from your hands to face or to other people. 

• Cleaning hard surfaces (eg door handles) frequently using a normal cleaning product. 

• Making sure your children follow this advice. 
 

Further information on swine flu is available at 

www.cdc.gov 

www.hpa.org.uk 

 

As more information emerges on this evolving situation I will keep you informed 

 
Yours sincerely 
 

 

 

_______________________  
Dr E Mitchell 
Acting Chief Medical Officer  
cc Secretary 
 Dr Lorraine Doherty 
 Mr Andrew Elliott 
 Ms Christine Jendoubi 
 Ms Joy Peden 
 Ms Bernie Duffy 
 Sholto Carnew 
  

 
 
 
 
 

This letter is available at www.dhsspsni.gov.uk and also on the DHSSPS Extranet which can 

be accessed directly at http://extranet.dhsspsni.gov.uk or by going through the HPSS Web at 

http://www.n-i.nhs.uk and clicking on DHSSPS. 


